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English Assessment  
Fall 2013- Spring 2014 
  
Conducted by Deane, Gercken, Graham and Miller 
 
2013-4 was the first year English 2501, Introduction to Literary Studies, was assessed. The 
course was designed in the last five years to replace English 1131, Introduction to Literature. 
Our focus in this assessment was “What are students learning in English 2501, and is it 
effectively preparing them for work in later English courses?” Overall, the assessment is that 
English 2501 is an effective course. 
 
The Assessment Plan is included as an appendix to this report. 
 
Course Content: 
Each of the syllabi we considered provides an overview of each of the three major genres. Each 
includes writing essays (the requirements ranged between 3-5 in our sample). Each 
emphasizes learning terminology/concepts that allowed for precise analysis of literature 
(especially in relation to genre). Two of the three syllabi emphasize reading criticism and 
understanding methods of interpretation. 
 In terms of English discipline’s learning goals, each course emphasizes reading primary 
texts in an analytical fashion, writing a coherent argument based on close reading, developing a 
sophisticated understanding of the English language, and creating a solid foundation for a 
lifelong appreciation of literature.  
 
Our assessment revealed that a substantial number of students who are not English majors 
continue to enroll in English 2501. In future assessments, we recommend that the English 
discipline consider widening the assessment plan to include the efficacy of the course for non-
majors. If this trend persists, we also recommend that the discipline engage in an extended 
analysis of how the composition of the class should affect whether engaging with peer-reviewed 
scholarly sources is useful. Last, we agreed that it would be wise to discuss with the entire 
discipline what content and terminology is typically taught in the drama units of individual 
courses. 
 
Within the three major genres, each course we examined emphasizes the following elements of 
literature: 
a. poetry and poetic language 
b. speaker and voice 
a. imagery 
b. figurative language: metaphor, simile, symbol, allegory, myth 
c. theme 
d. tone 
e. sound/rhyme 
f. rhythm/meter 
g. closed/open form 
h. plot 
i. character 
j. narrative perspective 
k. Setting 
l. theme 
m. conventions of tragedy/comedy 
n. mise-en-scene 
o. fourth wall 
p. staging 
 
Two of the courses included an introduction to scholarly approaches to literary interpretation 
(see the opening note about this). All courses modeled and gave students practice in learning 
close reading techniques, and in constructing argumentative analyses of literary texts. 
 
Reading and Writing Assignments: 
 
We assessed similarities and differences in reading and writing assignments in the three 
courses. The group did not express a desire to prescribe reading assignment lengths because 
of the different activities and emphases of each course. Instructor flexibility seemed particularly 
important in this area. 
 
We found that each syllabus includes genre-based examinations, which seemed a useful way to 
ensure that students learned the conventions of each genre. 
 
The number of formal essays written in each course ranged between 3 and 5. Our assessment 
was that instructor discretion was appropriate, but that this seemed like an adequate number of 
writing assignments. We also agreed the formal writing needs to include a thesis-driven 
argumentative analysis of literature. Each course had close-reading writing assignments. The 
close reading and thesis-driven argument assignments could be the same or different, but it 
seemed advisable to ensure all students practiced these skills. All felt it would be inappropriate 
in this class to assign seminar-length research essays. Instead, there was a preference for 
shorter writing assignments. 
 
Each course has options for revision. However, some have formal revision workshops while 
others do revisions through meetings with the instructor. There was no sense that revision is an 
essential required component of all sections of this course. As students move through the new 
WLA course, it will be worth monitoring whether they have incorporated revision into their writing 
processes. 
 
Each faculty member did feel some writing instruction was important. In particular, each models 
building an argument and close reading practices. 
  
Our assessment was that instructors should not be required to teach students to engage in 
academic library research. Instead, each instructor believed having students engage secondary 
materials on writing assignments should occur in 3--- level literature courses. 
 
Student Writing 
All three courses produced essays that required extensive use of direct textual evidence. 
The selection of evidence varied widely: weaker essays tended to use evidence with a simple, 
direct relation to the proposed observation. Stronger essays took a more sophisticated 
approach, including analysis of ambiguity. Stronger essays tended to incorporate evidence 
effectively by linking it to analytical observations and/or argumentative claims directly. Weaker 
essays needed improvement in this area, but used appropriate conventions (e.g., not letting 
quotes stand alone, block quoting). 
 
In general, evidence received some analytic treatment. Strong essays offered effective close 
reading, often commenting on the rhetorical implications of particular language. In the sample of 
student essays we found less compelling evidence of analyses of structure, and little that dug 
into the nuances of poetic or fictional terminology, which is described above as an emphasis of 
the course. We see this as an area we can strengthen in the future. 
 
Generally, evidence was attributed to sources effectively. There were some differences in how 
(and where) citation should occur, particularly with regard to a) poetry and b) whether to include 
the name of an author in a parenthetical citation in a sentence in which the author was directly 
referenced or was obvious because of previous references. Instructors may want to focus on 
teaching MLA formatting exclusively. 
 
Generally, basic essay mechanical conventions were observed, essays were organized 
logically, and successful essays were substantive and persuasive. There was evidence of 
instruction in all three of these areas.  
 
Conclusion: 
  
Generally, English 2501 is working effectively as a course, and there was general consensus on 
what elements of literary study should be emphasized. There was a general sense that WLA 
had improved the writing preparation for students, particularly amongst majors. However, the 
transition to WLA is relatively new, and we are not prepared to draw strong conclusions yet. 
 
The assessment revealed a need for future instructors of English 2501 to ensure that  
writing assignments require students to apply the critical vocabulary pertinent to each genre to 
their analyses. More emphasis in this area may better prepare students to employ those terms 
in assignments in the 3000-level courses. 
 
Appendix: The Assessment Plan 
Below please find the original AY2013-14 Assessment Plan 
 
English Assessment Plan 2013-4 
  
Course to be assessed: all Engl 2501 sections taught in AY 13-4 
Focus: What are students learning in Engl 2501, and is it effectively preparing them for work in 
later English courses? 
  
I. Compare demands/ assignments by looking at syllabi, making comparative lists, summarizing. 
Proposed questions to be answered from syllabi from AY 10-11 and 11-12 (because mostly our 
courses rotate):           
1.     What specific discipline-related competencies are learned? 
 Sub-questions: how much focus is devoted to each competency? How are the 
 competencies defined on the syllabus and in the course? 
 Evaluation: what consensus can we develop about which competencies are 
 pursued, and with what emphasis? 
2.     What specific discipline-related knowledge is learned? 
 Sub-questions: how much focus is devoted to each topic? How are the topics 
 studied in the course? How does this knowledge relate to the work students will 
 pursue in the major? 
 Evaluation: what consensus can we develop about what knowledge is essential, 
 which is useful, and which is not useful? 
3.     Range of reading assignment length, and is there an average? 
 Evaluation: what consensus, if any, can we develop about what is appropriate? 
4.     Range of assigned essay length? Number of essays? Types of writing 
 assignments? 
 Evaluation: what consensus, if any, can we develop about what is appropriate? 
5.     Amount of revision required, if any? 
 Evaluation: what consensus, if any, can we develop about what is appropriate? 
6.     Writing instruction? 
 Evaluation: what consensus, if any, can we develop about what is appropriate? 
7.     Instruction in engaging with academic scholarship: 
 Extent of academic discourse materials/assignments on the syllabus? (our report 
 can note if essay assignments require things in this area that aren’t visible in 
 syllabus itself) 
 Instruction in reading, finding, and employing academic scholarship in student 
 arguments. 
 Evaluation: are we finding that engaging with academic scholarship in 2501 is or 
 is not useful and appropriate? 
  
II. Evaluate students’ essays (exemplary, competent, and (worrisome?)) to compare their facility 
with analysis and argumentation, as well as discipline conventions.  Proposed questions to be 
answered: 
1. Assignment kinds and expectations? 
2. Extent of evidence? 
3. Is evidence incorporated effectively? 
4. Is evidence analyzed? 
5. Is evidence attributed? 
6. Basic essay mechanical conventions observed? 
7. Is the essay organized in a way that makes sense? 
8. Is the essay sufficiently substantive and persuasive? 
 
III. Global Questions to Consider 
1. Are students demonstrating the writing competency necessary to succeed in English 
2501 upon entry? 
2. Are there gaps in emphasis or unnecessary emphases in terms of how the course 
prepares students for the major? 
 
How we plan to address these questions: 
 
Collect from each 2501-level class in AY 13-14, course syllabi and three examples of the first 
essay and three examples of the last essay written by English majors (as well as essay 
assignments). The three should be distributed as follows: one that received a grade in the upper 
third of the class, one from the middle third, and one from the lower third. Global questions will 
be addressed through discussion. 
 
Goals include: being better able to prepare students for 3000-level courses or better convey to 
students how the work they’re doing prepares them; being aware of variations within this range 
of courses and discussing whether a range is what we want and is sufficiently explained to 
students; identifying any consistent student writing issues at this level and trying to figure out a 
way to address these. 
  
 Proposed schedule: 
 
September 2013: agree on the assessment plan 
December 2013: collect syllabi and work from Fall 2013 Engl2501 section 001 (Graham) 
May 2013: collect syllabi and work from Spring 2014 Engl2501 sections 001 (Gercken), 002 
(Deane), 003 (Ericksen J.). 
August/September 2014: the coordinator and selected faculty will do an initial findings study of 
the collected materials and assess them based upon the established criteria. The discipline as a 
whole will discuss this study and decide upon actions that will be taken to address the 
conclusions (including a schedule for implementation). 
 
 
